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[The following article is reprinted by permission. It first appeared in the Feb. 7, 1997, edition of the
Costa Rican weekly newspaper Tico Times]
Trade, environment, and education in both Costa Rica and Central America will likely be on the
agenda when US President Bill Clinton pays his first visit to Costa Rica as part of a four-nation
Latin America and Caribbean trip between May 6 and 13, President Jose Maria Figueres announced
this week. White House spokesman Mike McCurry said Clinton will visit Costa Rica along with
Barbados, Brazil, and Argentina within the six-day time frame, with exact dates for visits to each
country to be announced.
The announcement was quickly followed by press conferences by Figueres and Foreign Minister
Fernando Naranjo, who said Clinton accepted an invitation extended by Figueres during the
Summit of the Americas in Miami in 1994, at which the countries of the hemisphere agreed to work
toward a hemispherewide free-trade zone by the year 2005. Figueres said bilateral discussions
between Costa Rica and the US during Clinton's visit would be complemented by a meeting of the
US president with the presidents of all seven Central American countries.
"There is a rich regional agenda that the Central American heads of state can share with President
Clinton," said Figueres. He said the Central American nations would hold a "minisummit"
prior to Clinton's visit to agree on common positions at a time when the region's nations are
seeking entrance to the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and struggling to meet
requirements for participation in the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA). Figueres said
bilateral commissions will be named to craft an agenda for the US-Costa Rica talks. Judging by the
topics that Clinton underscored during his State of the Nation speech delivered the night before the
announcement, Costa Rica and the US have many common concerns to address during Clinton's
visit, Figueres said, including hemispherewide free trade, climate change, debt reduction, and
education.
The trip, Clinton's first foray south of the border with the exception of a brief visit to Haiti in 1994,
is in keeping with a reported new determination by the US administration to give higher priority
to Latin America and the Caribbean, which barely seemed to register on high-level policymaking
radar during Clinton's first term. Clinton's trip in May will follow a separate trip to Mexico April
11-12. President Eduardo Frei of Chile will also meet with Clinton in Washington Feb. 26. Chile is
considered next in line for joining NAFTA. The US chief executive this week requested "fast-track
authority" from Congress to negotiate trade agreements with minimum congressional oversight.
Aside from the Summit of the Americas, during which Clinton signed an environmental agreement
to promote "sustainable development," other high-level contact between his government and
Central America came with the May 1994 visit of Vice President Al Gore to Honduras. At that time,
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Gore promised to lobby for Central American products to gain access to the US market by granting
parity status with NAFTA nations, but this fizzled after a parity bill was killed in the US Congress by
strong opposition from US labor unions.
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